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She was gentle and refined, pious and truthful, and with a strong sense of humour. She directed her household with the courage, energy, perseverance and practical commonsense so characteristic of the Lowland Scots; and it was a dire calamity to her husband and to the young family, when death carried her off a year after her youngest son, Robert, was born. All this and much more about the influences which moulded the minds and characters of Professor James Thomson's young family has been gracefully told by Elizabeth King in her book on Lord Kelvin's Early Home*.
James was born in Belfast on February 16th, 1822, and his brother William two years later. They both developed early a zeal for knowledge, and were encouraged in this by their father who educated them himself with tenderest care. In fact during these early years he was both father and mother to them, and they never forgot it.
In October 1832, their father removed with his family to Scotland on his appointment as Professor of Mathematics in the University of Glasgow. Their home was in the Professors' Court of the old College in the High Street, a fine historic group of buildings, but situated in what had even then become a very undesirable part of the city.
The College session lasted for six months, from the 1st of November till the 1st of May. The long summer holidays enabled the professors to live with their families during a considerable part of each year in more healthful and congenial surroundings. Professor Thomson used to rent a house in the Island of Arran, at some place on the Firth of Clyde, or on the coast of Ayrshire. There the boys had sea-bathing, learned to swim and to row, and sailed toy boats which they made and rigged themselves. Thus they lived a healthy, active life in summer, spending some hours each day at lessons with their father. James and William were, then and always, devotedly attached to each other. From their earliest childhood they were closely associated; all through their youthful days, in their studies and their amusements, they were constantly together. Certain characteristics of the two brothers were noticed even when they were boys, which remained through life. James was the more careful and exact, and William the more quick and ready. For * Macmillan and Co. 1908.